The making of a German 'New Atheism'
The terms 'New Atheism' and 'New Atheist' were originally coined in November 2006 by Gary Wolf, an American journalist and contributing editor at the lifestyle and technology magazine Wired, in the art icle 'The Church of the NonBelievers' (Wolf 2006a) . 3 Interestingly, only two weeks later, the term 'New Atheist' appeared in the German media for the first time. 4 In a newspaper article in Die Tageszeitung dat ing from 7 November 2006, Robert Misik wrote: 'The New Atheists are fighting against God and funda mentalism. … In the US, a movement is attracting attention for wanting to put a stop to God's gamethe New Atheist movement' 5 (Misik 2006) . It seems noteworthy that Misik still used the English expres sion 'New Atheist' .
Several weeks later, the German translation 'neuer Atheismus' as an alternative to the English term was put forward for the first time. In the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung edition of 22 December 2006, Chris tian Geyer (2006) wrote: 'Is there any resource today which is more dangerous than religion? … It is no surprise then that "der neue Atheismus", or the "new Atheism", is booming in America. ' 6 While the Ger man and the English terms stand side by side here, the German translation 'neuer Atheismus' eventually replaced the English term completely. Furthermore, Geyer wrote of the possibility of a German adaptation * This article is a revised version of a paper given on 19 January 2012, at the conference 'The new visibility of atheism in Europe' at the Donner Institute in Turku, Finland. All translations from the German are my own, unless otherwise indicated.
of the American 'New Atheism' -a prediction that was to come true within only half a year. The tem poral dimension is a remarkable aspect of the German reception in deed: 'New Atheism' was a topic in the media long before the first 'neo atheist' book was translated for the German public. I shall now attempt to recon struct the events that led to the German variant of 'New Atheism ' . 7 My main case study is Michael SchmidtSalomon, who was the first German author to be labelled 'New Atheist' . Other social actors to be considered are Philipp Möller and Andreas Müller. manism' as opposed to the biblical Ten Commandments (Schmidt Salomon 2006: 156-9) . 10 While the Manifest garnered plenty of attention within atheist/ secular/humanist circles, Schmidt Salomon's atheist children's book Wo bitte geht's zu Gott? fragte das kleine Ferkel. Ein Buch für alle, die sich nichts vormachen lassen ('Which is the Way to God, Please?' Little Piglet Asked: A Book for All Those Who Won't Let Themselves be Fooled, 2007) has also stirred de bate at a national and transnational level (Aderet 2008 , Axelrod 2008 , Quetteville 2008 . The story of the book, which has occasionally been described as 'The God Delusion for children ' (Quette ville 2008) , is summarised as follows. One day, the little piglet and his best friend, a hedgehog, step out of their house and notice a billboard saying: 'He who knows not God, is missing something!' This marks the beginning of the two friends' quest for God, which leads them into a synagogue, a church, and a mosque where they talk to a Jewish rabbi, a Catho lic bishop, and a Muslim mufti respectively. Each time they are repelled by the religious doctrines that they are taught. Upon their return home, they again look at the billboard and cross out the 'not': 'He who knows God, is missing something!' Finally, the moral of the fable is told (SchmidtSalomon 2007: 32-4 
):
And the moral of the fable is: If you don't know God, be glad about this… They couldn't fool our Piglet, when: It laughed and laughed at all of them… 11 The aftermath of the book has been notable. 12 It was accused of containing antiSemitic tendencies. In December 2007, the German Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend (Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth) submitted it to the Bundesprüfstelle für jugendgefährdende Medien (BPjM, Federal De partment for Media Harmful to Young Persons) for further examination, which could have led to a ban on the sale or distribution of the book to minors in Germany ('indexing'). The reactions on the part of Jewish social actors varied. While Stephan J. Kramer, the Secretary General of the Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland (Central Council of Jews in Ger many), did not regard the book as antiSemitic, he consid ered it dangerous nevertheless and thus pleaded for its 'indexing' . The prominent Jewish journalist and author Henryk M. Broder, on the other hand, per ceived the attempt to ban the book as ridiculous. The GBS, which had sponsored the book, initiated the website www.ferkelbuch.de, dedicated to 'saving the little piglet' and to providing information about the 'attack on freedom of opinion' . In March 2008, the ac cusation was dismissed by the BPjM on the premise that the book is not antiSem itic because it attacks all religions equally. The controversy about the Little Piglet, particularly the petition to 'index' the book, has had an enormous impact on its sales figures. In December 2007, merely two months after its publication, it ranked number one on the Amazon.de bestseller list in the category of 'children's religion ' (SchmidtSalomon et al. 2008: 50, 60) . By March 2008, more than 12,000 copies had been sold (Bauer 2008 15 More generally speak ing, at that time, 'New Atheism' was the hot topic in Germany. The Zeitgeist of that autumn of 2007 can perhaps best be described in economic terms by say ing that there was a downright demand for a German 'New Atheist' . SchmidtSalomon (2008: 1) himself mentioned the telephone calls he received from jour nalists in desperate need of an atheist.
With the media's attention directed at Schmidt Salomon, he was written about, interviewed, and ap peared as a guest on German talk shows on numer ous occasions. In this process he became a person of interest to the broader public. He was at first only loosely linked to the American/British phenomenon 'New Atheism' but soon was explicitly labelled a 'New Atheist' . 16 This can be regarded as a pivotal moment in the formation of a German 'New Atheism' . Once 'New Atheism' -initially, an American phenom enon -was described as a German phenomenon, and SchmidtSalomon as its German spokesperson, other social actors and events were categorised as 'New Atheists' as well.
Advertising atheism -with a bus: Philipp Möller
In October 2008, the British journalist and com edy writer Ariane Sherine initiated the Atheist Bus Campaign as a response to a Christian bus advertise Michael Schmidt-Salomon, author of the atheist children's book Which is the Way to God, Please?, Little Piglet Asked. ment (Sherine 2008a-c) . The campaign was sup ported morally and fi nancially by the British Humanist Association and Richard Dawkins. In January 2009, the first buses started driv ing around London with the slogan 'There's prob ably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life. ' Due to the popular ity of the campaign, it was expanded to include 800 buses across the UK and advertisements on the London Underground. Additionally, the campaign was adopted by other countries, including Germany.
The German Buskampagne was supported by the GBS and several other foundations. The three main people in charge of the initiative were Philipp Möller, Carsten Frerk, and Peder Iblher. Following a call for donations in March 2009, the Buskampagne was able to raise the needed money for the atheist ad vertisements within a mere four days. Its slogan read: 'There's almost certainly no God. ' 17 The organisers planned to place atheist advertisements on buses in Berlin, Cologne, and Munich for three months. Public transportation services in 18 German cities, however, refused to display them on their buses. The reasons -if any were given at all -were varied: 'no religious or ideological ads' , 'contemptuous of God' , 'due to massive protest of individual passengers' , 'bound to neutrality' , 'no available ad space' , 'no ads that might cause dismay' , 'ad space fully booked for one year ' . 18 In consequence, the Buskampagne rented a red doubledecker bus, which travelled across Ger many and stopped in 28 cities between 30 May and 18 June 2009. 19 As a reaction to the Buskampagne, the evangelical ministry Campus für Christus, the German branch of Campus Crusade for Christ In ternational, launched a countercampaign: the Gott kennenTour. 20 As a result, the atheist's red bus was followed ('chased' , according to Buskampagne -'ac companied' , according to GottkennenTour) by the Christians' white bus displaying a sign, which asked: 'But what if He does exist…' 21 Just as the British Atheist Bus Campaign, with its support by Dawkins, was considered to be an ex pression of the broader phenomenon of 'New Athe ism' , so was the German Buskampagne with its ties to the GBS (Jäger 2008 The bus of the German 'Buskampagne' in front of the TV tower at Alexanderplatz, Berlin.
Möller, who was called the 'face of the Buskampagne' by cocampaigner Carsten Frerk, was perceived as a 'New Atheist' (Frerk 2009 , Buchner 2011 , Koppe 2011 .
Before the campaign, Möller (born 1980) was a schoolteacher from Berlin, unknown to the broader German public. In the course of the campaign, he was interviewed and appeared on TV several times. Cur rently, he is working for the GBS in public relations and is the central coordinator of its regional and uni versity branches. 22 He has also become the first chair of Evolutionäre Humanisten BerlinBrandenburg, the BerlinBrandenburg chapter of the GBS, and pro duces podcasts for the Humanistischer Presse dienst (HPD, Humanist Press Service). 23 'New Atheism' as self-identification: Andreas Müller The last actor I want to briefly portray is Andreas Müller (born 1984) . 24 Müller, who studied German literature, is the author of the blog Aufklärung 2.0 (formerly Feuerbringer). In the past, he was a con tributing editor to the GBS and the Humanistischer Pressedienst. Like SchmidtSalomon, who called him a 'hardcore naturalist' , he is a member of the German Brights movement.
Müller has repeatedly called himself a 'New Athe ist' . 25 His adoption of the label makes him an excep tional and interesting case, because those authors who are commonly labelled 'New Atheists' have nei ther selfidentified as such nor did they ever claim to have presented a 'new' or especially 'innovative' criti cism of religion. Dawkins, Harris and SchmidtSalo mon have even criticised the term. 26 Müller's case is even more fascinating as he seems to have adopted not only the label itself but also one of the specific traits by which 'New Atheism' is often characterised in German discourse: that of being disrespectful or aggressive towards the religious. While this aggres siveness is usually attributed to the 'New Atheists' in order to discredit them, Müller (2008a Müller ( -c, 2009a seems to consider it a positive trait. At the same time, he mocks all those who -despite their own atheism/ agnosticism/nonbelief/secularism -are tolerant towards the religious by calling them 'Kuschelathe isten' ('cuddly atheists') or 'weichgespülte Atheisten' ('mushy atheists'). I do not need to elaborate on this here, as we will look at the characterisation of 'New Atheists' in more detail in the next section.
The characterisation of 'New Atheism' in Germany's public discourse Considering the way 'New Atheism' is portrayed in German public discourse, several topoi can be iden tified. This section contains some of the regularly as serted topoi as well as some more extreme and in frequent ones. The list is by no means complete. Furthermore, a precise demarcation between the individual topoi is sometimes difficult. For example, the characterisation of 'New Atheism' as 'fundamen talism' could be categorised as a 'religion' (fourth topos) or as a 'danger' (sixth topos). Similarly, the borders are not clear between 'disrespectfulness' and 'aggressiveness' . While I will only consider discourse fragments from the German context here, I want to point out the similarity of the characterisation of 'New Atheism' in the American or British context. Graf (2007) , however, is more explicit: 'Due to his vain demeanour as omniscient and enlight ened, one is reminded of his colleague Ernst Haeckel, the solver of the worldriddle, the selfproclaimed anti pope. ' 28 The German atheist philosopher Joachim Kahl (2006) objected to SchmidtSalomon's 'arrogant and derisive tone' . 29 He criticised Dawkins for his 'knowitall attitude' ('Besserwisserei') and even said: 'Dawkins's arrogant pretence to infallibility far ex ceeds the Pope's claim to infallibility' (Kahl 2008) . 30 Second topos: the scientific criticism of religionscience against religion. Again and again, it has been pointed out that the 'New Atheists' are scientists -or in Dawkins's case more specifically, that he is a biolo gist -and therefore, science serves as the foundation of the 'neoatheist' criticism of religion. The science Andreas Müller, the German atheist activist who selfidentifies as a "New Atheist". journalist Jörg Blech (2006a) wrote in Der Spiegel: 'Richard Dawkins is a fervent adherent to the theory of evolution. … With the assiduousness of a natural scientist Dawkins expounds why "there is almost cer tainly no God", and calls for a renunciation of faith. ' 31 Alexander Smoltczyk (2007) 
wrote in Der Spiegel:
A new generation of sceptics and scientists has set out to free the world of faith. Their weapons are Darwin, the Internet, and … science and reason … In short, a creed to the scientific ex planation of the world, free of gods and idols. 32 In regard to Dawkins, the Catholic theologian Man fred Lütz (2007) spoke of the 'pathos of the scientist' ('Pathos des Wissenschaftlers'). Reinhard Hempel mann (2008a), the director of the Evangelische Stelle für Weltanschauungsfragen (EZW), the centre for re ligious and ideological issues of the Protestant church in Germany, described Dawkins thus: 'He makes a supposedly scientificallyoriented general attack on religions that lumps them all together on the hot seat and pathologises them as delusions. He claims and suggests that a scientific world understanding leads away from faith and towards atheism. ' 33 The Cath olic theologian Johanna Rahner (2010: 9) summarised Dawkins's The God Delusion:
As an enlightened and thinking human being, influenced by science, one could not possibly be anything but an atheist. Anything else would be a morbid delusion. … Against such a virus of the mind, which contaminates our brains, Dawkins invokes, armed with biologistic term inology and evolutionary theory, … an evolu tionary 'naturalisation' of the religious. 34 Third topos: superficiality -one-sidedness -ignorance -incompetence. The 'neoatheist' criticism of religion is depicted as superficial and the 'New Athe ists' , especially Dawkins, as ignorant or incompetent. Sometimes this is simply asserted. Other times, we find that the third topos is based upon the second topos . Here, the argument is, that while the (natural) sciences can competently speak of the natural and/ or empirical world, they have no authority over the supernatural. Thus it is concluded that since 'New Atheism' is sciencebased it will fail when it comes to a criticism of religion. One could almost say: the (alleged) science competence of the 'New Atheists' necessitates their (alleged) incompetence in regard to religion. The German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk (2007: 74) , himself an atheist and author of a book critical of religion, referred to The God Delusion as a 'monument to the immortal shallowness of Anglican atheism' . 35 Graf (2007) observes reproachfully that 'Dawkins isn't even acquainted with a single classic author of cultural or religious studies. ' 36 In October 2007, the Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland (EKD, Evangelical Church in Germany) stated in a review of The God Delusion that 'Dawkins oversimplifies things. ' Kahl rejected the 'intellectual meagreness' ('gedankliche Dürftigkeit') of 'New Atheism' , describ ing SchmidtSalomon's criticism of religion as 'faulty and onedimensional' ('kurzschlüssig und eindimen sional') and Dawkins's atheism as 'clumsy' ('plump') (Garhammer 2009; Kahl 2006 Kahl , 2008 . Hinting at Dawkins's Darwinism, Lütz (2007) 
Dawkins is by no means a polymath. The man is a biologist and, above all, an evolutionary biolo gist. And he takes the liberty … of explaining the whole world in biological terms. … A po lemic that stubbornly adheres to one view and, at the same time, is derisively contemptuous of all other views is reminiscent of a delusion. Dawkins has a naïve idea of science. Science, to him, is natural science only. It is obvious that he is not familiar with the principles and methods of the humanities. … He proudly proclaims that he has never seriously concerned himself with theology. … He is like an Egyptologist who writes about Finland and, due to the complete absence of pyramids, flatly denies the existence of any Finnish culture. 37 Similar is the comment from Wolfgang Huber (2008) , at that time chair of the council of the EKD: 'Darwin does not compete against God: whoever looks at the world exclusively from an evolutionary perspective, misjudges the relevance of the Christian belief in Creation. ' 38 Archbishop Cardinal Joachim Meisner (2009) took a firm stand during his All Saints' Day sermon on 1 November in Cologne Cathedral: 'We can only advise these natural scientists: "Cobbler, stick to your shoes!" They are competent in the labor atory but they cannot claim any authority for the other realities of the world, such as defining new Ten Commandments. ' 39 In reference to the 'New Atheists' Rahner (2010) 
Not only is their theological knowledge paltry … also their theoretical and philosophical awareness is far behind that of the eighteenth century and the big names of that time such as David Hume and Immanuel Kant. The intel lectual level is undercut even more deeply with a German publication: Michael SchmidtSalo mon's illustrated children's book Which is the Way to God, Please? Little Piglet Asked … whose content could hardly be more banal. 40 Fourth topos: biologism -scientism -ideology -religion or similarity to religion. The scientific aspect of 'New Atheism' (second topos) sometimes is morphed , specifically from biology to biologism or, more generally, from science to scientism. According to this logic, the science at the bottom of the 'neo atheist' criticism of religion is no longer regarded as science but rather as an (unacknowledged) ideology or religion. A similar approach is the identification of 'New Atheism' with fundamentalism or dogmatism. It is certainly striking how often metaphors from spe cifically religious contexts are employed to describe 'New Atheism' . In May 2007, 'New Atheism' made the cover story of Der Spiegel. The subtitle read: 'The cru sade of the new Atheists' ('Der Kreuzzug der neuen Atheisten'). Smoltczyk (2007: 56-66) , in the follow ing article with the nearly identical title 'The cru sade of the godless' ('Der Kreuzzug der Gottlosen'), considered Dawkins's book tours as 'proselytisations' ('Missionierungen'), defined 'New Atheism' by its 'missionary habit' ('missionarischer Habitus'), called the 'neoatheistic' actors 'high priests in a crusade of the godless' ('Hohepriester dieses Kreuzzugs der Gottlosen'), and approvingly quoted the Protestant Bishop Huber who accused Dawkins of a 'pseudo religious belief in science' ('pseudoreligiöse[r] Wis senschaftsglaube'). As a summary of the message of the 'New Atheists' he listed 'ten commandments' , in cluding: 'Thou shalt have no other gods but science. 41 In the same Der Spiegel issue, the journalist Ansbert Kneip (2007: 64) characterised the GiordanoBruno Stiftung (GBS) as 'the spiritual leader of all those who do not trust spiritual leaders' 42 Lorenz Jäger (2008) , contributing editor at Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), even called the GBS a 'cult' or 'sect' ('Sekte'). Recently, Jörg Djuren (2012), a regular contributor to the anarchistic newspaper Graswurzelrevolution, referred to the foundation as a 'bioreligious mis sion' ('bioreligiöse Missionsgesellschaft'). The FAZ printed the German translation of an article by John Gray (2008a Gray ( , 2008b . Here, the British philosopher described 'New Atheism' as a secular fundamental ism' ('säkulare[r] Fundamentalismus') or a 'funda mentalist atheism that aims to proselytise the world' ('fundamentalistische[r] Atheismus, der die ganze Welt missionieren will' 43 ). He also used expressions like 'ersatz religion' ('Ersatzreligion'), 'evangelical type of atheism' ('missionarischer Atheismus'), and 'apostles of unbelief ' (' Apostel des Unglaubens'). Kahl (2008) Rahner (2010: 9) , 'Dawkins's atheistic mission acquires pseudoreligious dimen sions and fosters a proselytising attitude. ' 46 Fifth topos: disrespectfulness -intolerance. An other recurring trait of the public discourse on the 'New Atheists' is their depiction as disrespectful or intolerant towards religion. In his article 'Intoleranter Atheismus' ('Intolerant Atheism'), Hempelmann (2008a) of EZW wrote: ' Atheism can also become in tolerant, especially when it is cloaked by a mantle of science. ' 47 Rahner (2010) pointed out that Dawkins and Hitchens do not shy away from 'denouncements of religion' ('Denunziationen der Religion').
Sixth topos: aggressiveness -militancy -menace. The attribution of aggressiveness/militancy and, in consequence, menace, can be regarded as a culmin ation of the fifth topos. One encounters this portrayal of 'New Atheism' in the public discourse so regularly that the expression 'militant atheism' could be con sidered a synonym for 'New Atheism' . Aggressiveness, generally, is ambivalent. Is it 'merely' an aggression in regards to language and style or is it a 'true' aggres sion with the potential for physic al harm? The same holds true in regard to 'New Atheism' . Sometimes, an 'innocent' interpretation is well within the realm of possibility. At other times, however, one cannot deny a more drastic interpretation. Graf (2007) al luded to Dawkins's Darwinism and referred to him as a 'biologistic hate preacher' ('biologistischer Has sprediger'). In a similar vein, Kahl (2006) described SchmidtSalomon's rhetoric as 'demagogic' ('dema gogisch'). He also rejected to Dawkins's 'hooligan atheism' ('Krawallatheismus') (Garhammer 2009 Full of zeal and anger, the battle has begun against the slightest smell of unreason, supersti tion, incense … Suddenly, it appears as if the anticlerical battlecriers of the eighteenth cen tury were again to be heard: Voltaire, Diderot, the lads of the Jacobin club… . The total attack from the proponents of the Enlightenment takes no prisoners. 50 Seventh topos: anti-Semitism -Nazism. Critics of 'New Atheists' have occasionally associated them with Nazi sm; others have even identified them ex plicitly as antiSemitic. With Nazis representing the epitome of aggressiveness and menace the seventh topos could be classified as a subspecies of the sixth topos. However, I prefer to consider it a category sui generis and shall cite it in more detail. After all, the accusation of Nazism might very well be the most se vere charge against a societal or political actor in the German context. Lütz (2007) While on our city mission to Düsseldorf during the Pentecostal week, we encountered on the street an atheist bus that was driving through the streets of Germany. Upon it was printed: 'There is probably no God, so stop worrying and enjoy your life. ' Now this socalled scientific atheism is celebrating a resurgence. Hope fully people will see through this old trick that tries to make them lose their faith in God. It's important to remember that such undertakings are not just harmless experiments conducted by a few people. Just as before, it can literally also cost many people their lives today. Along with the belief in God, the positivistic materialism and evolutionism of the new atheists would like to wipe out both the Christian view of humans as the image of God and reasonable moral people. … In a similar fashion to the way the National Socialists in their time saw individ uals primarily as carriers of the genetic material of their race, the trailblazer of the new godless, the Englishman Richard Dawkins, also defines humans as 'packages of the allimportant genes' , the preservation of which is our paramount purpose for existence. … I am not trying to paint here some exaggeratedly horrific picture, no, this is the frighteningly present reality. 53 While both Lütz and Meisner have associated Daw kins with Nazi ideology, they do not go so far as to explicitly say he is a Nazi. A comparison, after all, is not an identification. The accusation directed against Philipp Möller, however, was more direct. On 24 March 2011, he participated in a panel discussion in Berlin on the topic 'The world would be better off without religion' . 54 His opening statement ended with the following words:
Those who can split the atom, says Michael SchmidtSalomon, and communicate via satel lite, must have sufficient emotional and intel lectual maturity. And a mythology, which is 2000 years old and was developed by a primitive culture of shepherds will not help us with this any longer. 55 In the course of the discussion, Möller referred to Al bert Einstein, who 'had broken away from his child ish Jewish superstition and, thus, became a scientist with a naturalistic worldview' . 56 He was interrupted by the Catholic Monsignor Wilhelm Imkamp who was also on the podium: 'Childish Jewish superstition' is an impossible thing to say! Particularly in Berlin, you cannot speak of a 'childish Jewish superstition' . That's just not possible! … I'm angry that you -in the name of Enlightenment -are speaking of a 'childish Jewish superstition' and are disqualify ing the Jewish religion. And then you act out and say that the Catholic Church has persecuted the Jews. The persecutor of Jews, that's you! 57
While the seven topoi can undoubtedly be under stood as varied approaches to defining 'New Atheism' , this may not be their only function. By characterising the 'New Atheists' as arrogant or vain (first topos), as disrespectful or aggressive (fifth and sixth topos), or as Nazis (seventh topos), the subject of discussion is shifted: instead of dealing with what is said, now the focus is on who said it (argumentum ad hominem) or how something is said (critique of style). I think, therefore, that the topoi -or some of them, at leastcan also be considered as rhetorical devices.
Concluding thoughts and further questions
I have discussed the origins of the term 'New Athe ism' and how it was adopted into German discourse. Besides authors from the Englishspeaking world such as Dawkins, Dennett, Harris, and Hitchens, several German social actors have also been labelled 'New Atheists' by the German media (or, in one case, has selfidentified as such). Having demonstrated how 'New Atheism' is characterised in German pub lic discourse, I have accomplished the main objective of my paper: to give a description of the German situ ation in regards to 'New Atheism' . In my concluding remarks, I want to briefly reflect on this reception. Contrary to my demonstrations so far, the following thoughts are of a more interpretative -or even specu lative -character.
I find it striking how many of the topoi found in the discourse on 'New Atheism' have negative con notations and are used pejoratively. While the attri bution of arrogance or vanity (first topos) may still be considered as moderate or relatively harmless, the portrayal of 'New Atheism' as a militant and danger ous social movement (sixth topos) is certainly a dif ferent matter. This is true especially when 'New Athe ists' are associated with Nazism or antiSemitism (seventh topos). Here, the aim is the discrediting of 'New Atheists': by constructing them as the 'other' , they are excluded as acceptable societal actors (Edgell et al. 2006) .
How then, is this -sometimes even fierce -rejec tion of 'New Atheism' in German public discourse to be explained? Answering this question is a difficult task. Certainly, different factors come into play here, as different critics of the 'New Atheists' have different agendas and different reasons for their criticism.
I find it plausible to assume that the surge of atheist bestsellers has induced the aforementioned German theologians' and church officials' reactions to the 'New Atheists' as an expression of their fear: specifically of losing public influence, political power, and financial aid. Public intellectuals like Dawkins or Dennett did not write their books for a German audience. Because of the international prominence of these authors, however, 'New Atheism' has been discussed in Germany. With SchmidtSalomon and the GBS becoming part of the discussion, the specific German situation has been addressed as well. Over the last few decades, the German religious landscape has changed fundamentally. The number of people attending Sunday services has steadily declined, while the number of people resigning their church membership has increased. Furthermore, the Ger man reunification has had a dramatic impact: 65-80 per cent of former East Germans are not religious and many of these selfidentify as atheists. Today, 30 per cent of the German population have no religious affiliation (WohlrabSahr 2008). 58 There was hardly any public awareness of this situation until the 1990s. From the churches' perspective, the existence of non believers and atheists per se seems not to be the main problem -as long as they remain calm and do not organise themselves. In the course of the public de bate on 'New Atheism' , however, atheist activists have raised their voices and questioned the legitimacy of the special relationship between the German state and the churches. For example, SchmidtSalomon (2006: 139-40) demanded a complete separation of religion and the state, the substitution of theological faculties in favour of institutes for the scientific study of religion, the introduction of comparative religion as a school subject instead of the presently existing religious education, and the termination of financial state support for the churches. Such specific demands pose a threat to the existence of the churches in Ger many and their intense countercritique is not sur prising.
Such reasoning, of course, cannot explain why 'New Atheism' has been rejected by certain German atheists such as Peter Sloterdijk or Joachim Kahl. Kahl especially is very critical of SchmidtSalomon and Dawkins (Garhammer 2009; Kahl 2006 Kahl , 2008 . While Kahl basically shares the same philosophical position as Dawkins or SchmidtSalomon -after all, he considers himself to be an atheist, too -his reac tion to 'New Atheism' is hardly distinguishable from that of the theologians (as we have seen in the pre vious section). Considering the ferocity of Kahl's re proach, it cannot be ruled out that personal animosi ties are involved. The case of Kahl, however, clearly shows that the public discourse is quite powerful. In order to distinguish and distance himself from fel low atheists, he refers to the label 'New Atheism' and explicitly defines himself ex negativo: as a representa tive of an 'old atheism' (Kahl 2008 ). Kahl's position in relation to 'New Atheism' is very similar to that of Andreas Müller -only in reverse. Both social actors use the label for their own selfpromotion.
The public debate on 'New Atheism' , which in Germany was at its height between 2007 and 2010, has recently calmed down, at the least in the media. It will be interesting to observe the future of 'New Athe ism' . Will the label 'New Atheist' remain a category of exclusion (as the term 'atheist' has been for centuries and still is today in some parts of the world), or will the word be used for selfidentification more often? Or will the differences between 'New Atheism' and other forms of atheism diminish so that the term will eventually be forgotten? Apart from these termino logical issues -and, I think, more importantly -we shall find out if the status quo regarding the relation ship between the German state and the churches is preserved or if atheist activists succeed in promoting their cause, and to what extent.  Thomas Zenk, MA, is a research assistant in the project 'The "return of religion" and the return of the criticism of religion: The "New Atheism" in recent German and American culture' at the Institute for the Scientific Study of Religion, Freie Universität Berlin, Germany. He has studied philosophy and science of religion in Braunschweig and Berlin. In 2005, he wrote his master's thesis on the subject 'Nietzsche's criticism of the doctrine of free will'. Currently, he is writing his dissertation on the four 'New Atheists' Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, and Christopher Hitchens. Email: thomas.zenk(at)fu-berlin.de.
Endnotes
1 I cannot discuss the validity of Berger's judgement here, but I would like to at least contrast it with the empirical fact that more than 360 religious groups from different faiths can be found in Berlin (Grübel & Rademacher 2003: VI) . 2 My bewilderment has persisted during three years of researching 'New Atheism' in the DFGfunded project 'The "return of religion" and the "return of criticism of religion": The "New Atheism" in recent German and American culture' at the Freie Univer sität Berlin (further information at www.fuberlin.de/ ifr/forschung/DFGProjekt_NeoAtheismus). Yet, I intend not to write about New Atheism (as an entity) but about the public discourse on 'New Atheism' . Notice that I consistently use quotation marks in this paper: 'New Atheism' , 'New Atheist' , and 'neoatheist' . My approach is, actually, not particularly uncommon in the academic study of religion. It is widely agreed that God himself -or the Goddess herself, or the gods themselves -cannot be the object of research.
To us, actually, it is irrelevant if a deity exists or not. All we are concerned with are the statements about a deity made by religious actors. A similar approach, I think, is applicable in regard to 'New Atheism' . 3 More precisely, 'The Church of the NonBelievers' -thus the title of Wolf 's article in Wired -was posted online on 23 October 2006, as Wolf indicates in his followup 'Milquetoast Agnosticism' (Wolf 2006b Müller 2010) . 26 While recognising that the discussion of 'New Athe ism' in the media has benefitted the atheist/secularist/ humanist cause, SchmidtSalomon (2009: 1-2) has criticised the label: 'Unfortunately the term [New Atheism] failed to display the actual intentions and ideas of the protagonists of this movement. … I have always somewhat struggled with the imprecise defini tion of "atheism". … The term "new Atheism", thus, is problematic as it hides the "Einsteinian religion" which bands together many new critics of religion. A much bigger problem, however, is that this term does not reflect what most of the authors are actually concerned with. After all, we are not so interested in the question of God, it is merely one small aspect of a much larger issue. In truth, the socalled new Atheism is but the religious criticism tip of the entire worldview iceberg. That which is beneath the surface of "New Atheism" is much more interesting then the parts that have been most visible thus far. Beneath the surface we can see the contours of a new worldview that goes far beyond the mere critique of religion. As opposed to "new Atheism", we can call this alterna tive worldview "new humanism" or (more precisely) "naturalistic humanism". ' ('Doch leider zielte dieser Begriff [Neuer Atheismus] im Kern an den eigent lichen Zielen und Vorstellungen der Protagonisten dieser Bewegung vorbei … [I]ch habe mich schon immer ein wenig gegen diesen unpräzisen Begriff "Atheismus" gewehrt. … Der Begriff "neuer Athe ismus" ist also insofern problematisch, als er die "Einsteinsche Religiosität" verdeckt, die viele neue Religionskritiker miteinander verbindet. Ein weit größeres Problem jedoch ist, dass dieser Begriff gar nicht das widerspiegelt, worum es den meisten Au toren geht. Im Grunde interessiert uns die Frage nach Gott nämlich gar nicht so sehr, sie ist nur ein Rand aspekt eines sehr viel größeren Themas. In Wahrheit ist der sog. neue Atheismus nur die religionskritische Spitze eines weltanschaulichen Eisberges. Und das, was sich unterhalb der medialen Oberfläche des "neuen Atheismus" befindet, ist weitaus interessanter als jene Teile, die bislang sichtbar wurden. Unter der Oberfläche zeigen sich nämlich die Konturen einer neuen Weltanschauung, die über bloße Religion skritik weit hinausgeht. Man kann diese alternative Weltanschauung in Analogie zum "neuen Atheismus" als "neuen Humanismus" oder (etwas präziser) als "naturalistischen Humanismus" bezeichnen. ') In 2007, Dawkins talked about 'The New Athe ism' at the 13th Conference of the Atheist Alliance International (AAI). Here, he said: 'We've heard a lot recently about the socalled "new atheism". … It's been suggested that we are too aggressive. … We are frequently accused of being "shrill", "strident", or of "ranting". I think the accusation is exaggerated, to say the least. ' (richarddawkins.net/videos/4599thenew atheism.) At the same conference, Sam Harris expressed concerns regarding the usage of the label 'atheist' which certainly can be applied to 'New Atheism': 'Tonight, I' d like to try to make the case, that our use of this label [atheist] is a mistake -and a mistake of some consequence. … I never thought of myself as an atheist … I didn't even use the term in The End of Faith. … While it is an honor to find myself continu ally assailed with Dan [Dennett] , Richard [Dawkins] , and Christopher [Hitchens] as though we were a single person with four heads, this whole notion of the "new atheists" or "militant atheists" has been used to keep our criticism of religion at arm's length, and has allowed people to dismiss our arguments without meeting the burden of actually answering them. ' (Harris 2007.) The 
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